Procedures applied to protected laboratory animals, which may cause them pain, suffering, distress and/or lasting harm, are only morally acceptable, and should only be legally permissible, if they are scientifically justifiable. This requires a thorough consideration of the purpose of the proposed programme of work, its relevance to health and disease, an evaluation of its originality and the need for it in relation to other studies, as well as the likelihood of a successful outcome, along with an exhaustive examination of the procedures to be applied and the competence of those who will carry them out, together with an evaluation of the balance between likely benefit (usually to humans) and likely suffering (of the animals).
There are those who feel that absolutely no such work can be considered acceptable, and there may still be a few libertarian individuals who would like to be able to do what they wished, without any restrictions imposed by others. Most of us, however, feel it is right to have laws which regulate what procedures can be performed, in what ways, by whom, and for what purposes, taking into account a wide variety of issues, including those mentioned above, and bearing in mind the legitimate interests of industry and science, as well as the need to safeguard the welfare of animals as much as possible, while seeking to protect humans, other animals and the environment, and to develop effective diagnostic systems and treatments for a wide range of diseases which lessen the length and quality of both human and animal lives.
These issues have been debated, often hotly, for hundreds of years, and there has been a tendency for the anti-vivisectionists to claim that the animal procedures were unnecessary and that the other side did not reveal what they really did to the animals, while the pro-vivisectionists said that what they did was essential and that their opponents couldn't understand the science anyway.
On the whole, the quality of the discussions has improved during the last 30 years or so, and the British Government's commitment to "promote understanding and awareness of the use of animals where no alternative exists", 1 and the Concordat on Openness on Animal Research in the UK, accompanied by four major commitments, 2 are recent welcome developments. Nevertheless, as I said in my most recent editorial, 3 these promotions and commitments will have little value, unless they are accompanied by honesty and accountability. After all, as we all know, the provision of information can be selective and protective of its sources, and the way in which it is made available can be propagandist.
I have always tried to begin my own consideration of these complex issues from a scientific standpoint, and to try to understand and respect all points of view. However, being human, I make mistakes. I think I did so when I said that "openness and honesty [about animal research] seem even further away in the USA [than in Europe and the UK]". 3 My remark resulted from my concern on reading a revealing article in Edstrom Update 4 and an amazing editorial in Lab Animal Europe. 5 Nevertheless, I realised that I had been rather unfair to the USA, when I came across the announcement of the formation of yet another pro-vivisection organisation in Europe, namely the European Animal Research Association (EARA).
According to its website, 6 EARA "is a communications and advocacy organization, seeking to uphold the interests of biomedical research across Europe. The creation of EARA was prompted by the need (expressed by the research community) to better inform the European public on the continued need for, and benefit of, the humane use of animals in biomedical research. Representing both public and private research organisations, the association facilitates collaboration between networks across What concerns me is that the Executive Director of EARA is Kirk Leech, who has worked for the Research Defence Society, the Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry, and UAR. He is a libertarian with an anti-environmentalist ideology, who now produces what is best described as lively, even lurid, counter-propaganda on various issues, via, for example, The Huffington Post United Kingdom. 7 I don't know Mr Leech, and I strongly believe in free speech, recognising that plain talk can often bring out the core questions and force doors and files to be opened. However, I do wonder if EARA will be able to support the high quality and informed debate which is essential, if the promises made by the Government and the supporters of the Concordat are to come to anything of real value. For example, as the Board of EARA should know, it just isn't good enough to claim that scientific understanding based on work on non-human primates has led to significant advances in relation to Parkinson's disease, HIV/AIDS, macular degeneration and stroke, as Leech has done 7 -the truth is much less clear than that.
As it happens, recent work published in ATLA has had the effect of throwing down the gauntlet at the feet of EARA, UAR and their supporters. In two highly-scientific articles, 8, 9 after an analysis of the most comprehensive database of publicly-available animal toxicity studies yet compiled, we have shown that the results from tests on animals (specifically, the dog, rat, mouse and rabbit) "are inconsistent predictors of toxic responses in humans, and are little better than what would result merely by chance -or tossing a coin". As a result, we have concluded that "the preclinical testing of pharmaceuticals in animals cannot currently be justified on scientific or ethical grounds". 9 The authors, the BUAV 10 and FRAME 11, 12 hope that the pharmaceutical industry, the Government and other stakeholders will engage fully in constructive deliberation and debate, and increase the search for more-reliable testing methods not involving the use of animals. Ideally, the discussions we await with anticipation should be transparent and open, perhaps chaired by the National Centre for the Three Rs.
Only then will we know what the commitments to openness and the provision of "accurate and reliable information to the public and decision-makers" will really mean. 
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